izations from Northern countries, including the US Centers for Disease Control, 17 the UK Medical Research Council 18 and many universities. TASO's central mandate is to support people living with HIV/AIDS and their families. Since 2008, however, TASO has been formalizing an internal research structure. It has developed an institutional review board (IRB) at their headquarters, and research committees at each of its 11 countrywide branches. TASO staff interested in supporting research initiatives volunteer for the committees and to date have supported several successful research projects. [19] [20] [21] [22] Four TASO branches were selected for this study because of their experience working in North-South research collaborations. A convenience sample of available and interested research committee members was invited to explore how research is conceptualized and utilized in this setting. Written informed consent was obtained. The scientifically validated survey instrument entitled 'Is Research Working for You? A self-assessment tool and discussion guide for health services management and policy organizations,' developed by the Canadian Health Services Research Foundation, 23 and subsequently used by the WHO, 24 was administered to all participants. Each section contains 5-15 likert-scale questions measuring organizational research capacity. Nineteen research committee members completed the survey. In addition to providing quantitative measures, the survey is useful for stimulating discussion. 25 Therefore, all available survey respondents (n=12) were subsequently interviewed in-depth about research at TASO. Interviewees came from 2 TASO branches and included nurses, doctors, counsellors, information technology personnel, laboratory technicians, and human resource managers. A free attitude interview technique, alternatively called a non-directive controlled depth interview, 26 was employed and participants were asked to freely reflect on the survey and how it applied to TASO. All interviews were conducted by a single interviewer (KM) in English, were digitally recorded, and lasted 40 to 60 minutes. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and double-checked against audio recordings, personal identifiers were deleted and QSR NVivo 8 software (Cambridge, MA, 2000) was used to organize data. The preliminary code-book was formed a priori based on survey themes and areas of interest identified by TASO. Analysis followed grounded theory to incorporate emergent themes. Narrative accuracy checks with TASO staff and collaborators were used to improve validity. The Research Ethics Boards of Simon Fraser University, the University of British Columbia, the Ugandan Virus Research Institute, and TASO approved this research.
RESULTS
Three key themes emerged concerning research at TASO: the reported benefits of research, the challenges the research committee members face in becoming more involved in research, and the institutional ambition at TASO to develop a Southern-led research agenda.
Benefits of research
The participants described how research increased the credibility of the organization. Respondents valued the process of collecting data to inform their decision-making because, as one respondent explains, "… previously we've had no facts and it's very hard to base decisions on rumours or just estimations." Research supported "an informed point of view," especially in the context of advocating for best practices for HIV/AIDS care. Several respondents said that the Ministry of Health was now interested in the success of TASO's HIV/AIDS prevention programming "…because we told them so out of the research that happened at TASO." This comment referred to outcomes from one of TASO's research partnerships with a Northern organization that evaluated the cost-effectiveness of a home-based program to administer antiretroviral treatment in rural areas. A study was published in a peerreviewed journal, and TASO protocols were adapted to reflect the findings.
Interviewees also valued presenting research at conferences, as it allowed them to showcase TASO as a top-quality African care provider. Participants voiced the importance for "the world to know what we are doing" in terms of innovative HIV programming and research. Additionally, conferences provided the opportunity to network with researchers and broaden one's own knowledge about HIV/AIDS. In sum, conferences provided a reason to do research.
An important practical benefit of research involved the tangible resources provided by Northern partners. Employment was an important benefit, as one respondent described it, "The trickle down was that of course, that study gave people jobs." Additionally, TASO has developed a policy where research projects contribute to the budget to supply antiretroviral treatment to clients. This tangible benefit was widely appreciated by all respondents because extra treatment slots can be quickly incorporated into the clinical care program and these immediately benefit clients.
Challenges to engaging in the research process
Despite keen interest, there were still significant challenges to fully engaging in research. While data entry is routinely carried out at TASO, staff lacked analytical skills needed for research. Analyzing data remains predominantly under the control of Northern partners. As one respondent describes:
" Having more control over data analysis was perceived as an important mechanism for improving research capacity and ultimately organizational policies.
Every member of the research committee had a full-time job at TASO and volunteered for the committee out of interest. Researchable questions commonly emerge from staff and research committee members (as described below), but lack of resources such as money or allotted time was a common barrier to pursuing research.
Participants also highlighted neo-colonial dynamics within North-South research partnerships that minimized Southern engagement. Interviewees described quasi-exploitative research partnerships where Northerners would establish a project at TASO but employ separate staff on higher salary scales, who operated independently from other branch members. One participant described such a research project: "If you go past certain points you will be questioned. You're not allowed. So somehow we are all in TASO but we are two different people." The participants acknowledged that although the research relationship was designed so the primary role of the branch was to host the study, they wanted the opportunity to be involved in and learn from the ongoing project. Interviewees were motivated to go beyond 'hosting' global research projects to designing their own research projects. Many had gained experience working under Northern partnerships and now wanted to apply their research skills to their own initiatives. As described above, participants commonly mentioned the magnitude of data accumulating at TASO and the research committees wanted to use these data. As one committee member stated:
"Some people are interested and they come up and say yes, I would like to find out how many mothers are on ART and have given birth to children, and how their children are progressing. Things like that at the local level."
An important example of research capacity development was the abstract committee. A Northern research partner conducted a workshop for selected TASO staff on how to write scientific abstracts. The attendees quickly understood the utility of this skill and developed an abstract committee to train other TASO staff. Every TASO member (including clients living with HIV) was encouraged to analyze TASO data and submit abstracts to the committee, who would review and provide feedback. Finally, abstracts were approved at headquarters before being submitted to conferences. In this important example, the Northern partner built capacity around abstract writing, while the Southern partner institutionalized mechanisms to diffuse and strengthen this skill throughout the organization.
DISCUSSION

Supporting research capacity building
Despite a keen interest, TASO faces several challenges in developing a Southern-initiated research agenda. One is the neo-colonial dynamics that remain in North-South partnerships where the majority of control and resources still belong to Northern partners. 27 TASO has commonly amassed participants for studies, only to have limited subsequent involvement. In some circumstances, TASO staff have even been banned from entering the "partner's" research facilities. This parallels a common neo-colonial pattern of resources being extracted from the South and flowing towards the North to sustain the growth of the Northern economy. In this case, however, the data are collected in the South and analyzed in the North, sustaining the growth of a Northern research infrastructure. This is a challenging dynamic to navigate because many Northern researchers might not independently notice or be bothered by the inherent power imbalance. The limited resources and time extant within TASO to develop research infrastructure exacerbate this imbalance.
The development and success of the abstract committee is an empowering example of Northern partners transferring writing skills and Southern partners capitalizing on one capacity-building workshop to develop their own research agenda. The staff's narratives reveal how the combination of hands-on experience working on Northern-led research projects; having a full, available database; and benefitting from a training session on how to write scientific abstracts sparked TASO's aspiration to create a space where the staff could explore their own research questions and potential. To demonstrate the success of this initiative, TASO submitted 60 abstracts to the International AIDS Society Conference 2010 (held in Vienna, Austria in July 2010); 39 abstracts were accepted as posters or oral presentations, and 15 presenters received scholarships. Many of these abstracts used data derived from partnerships with Northern researchers, but others were written from TASOdriven initiatives and research questions. Through this activity, TASO has developed research capacity to analyze and disseminate research findings, but has also ensured that writing abstracts remains an accessible skill to all interested TASO members, including clients. This has improved institutional control over the research agenda, and the production and dissemination of research at TASO. These results suggest that Southern partners feel that they are capable of initiating research capacity-building activities and do not have to wait for their capacity to be 'built' by the Northern partners.
An empowering demonstration of strengthened research capacity came from the Southern partners deciding to institutionalize research in their organization through the development of research committees, abstract committees and an institutional review board. Northern investigators can ensure that their partnerships capitalize on opportunities to build Southern research capacity by including Southern partners in all aspects of the research process and supporting them in exploring their research interests and developing a unique Southern-led research agenda.
Limitations
The paucity of extant resources to support a purely Southerninitiated research project is largely reflective of and responsible for the neo-colonial dynamics at play within this study. Despite efforts to maximize the participatory and collaborative nature of the work, the Northern lead researcher conducted most of the analysis. However, establishing and maintaining an equitable research partnership was a priority and included negotiating terms of reference for all stages of the research process and continual communication between partners. Finally, we cannot exclude the possibility that participants self-selected into the study and possibly answered questions in a socially desirable way.
CONCLUSION
North-South collaborative research partnerships present benefits and challenges to Southern researchers at TASO. Research projects improve organizational credibility, provide opportunities for research dissemination at conferences and create jobs for local staff. In addition to time constraints and minimal training in data analysis, ongoing neo-colonial dynamics between North and South partners limit opportunities for Southern scientific growth and development. Despite these challenges, this study documents an organization that values research and has institutionalized oppor-tunities for Southern-initiated research through the key development of an abstract committee. This is a practical example of supporting South-led research that can easily be incorporated into North-South research projects. The meaningful involvement of Southern partners has been documented as an important strategy to inform the development of a research agenda that responds to local needs. [28] [29] [30] Incorporating Southern research capacity building into research project design, from inception to exit, will maximize the integrity of global health research and strengthen the ability of Southern organizations to translate findings into action.
